Joshua's Pawn Shop
Fun and Games
by Frank B. Luke

Harold Matthers hung his head in front of his wodmputer. These days the bug fixes just kept coming
He hadn’t had a chance to write a new program fsoratch in over six months. He rolled back in liaicand
looked at his desk. With its two monitors and anghat looked like every other programmer’s deskhim
department. His computer was under the desk amdtificate recognizing five years of service toeléch in

Cambridge, Massachusetts, hung on the wall. Ittwasyears old.

Hanging next to the certificate was his only peedaifect in the cubicle-a photo from college.Howed
him at a table with six others. They had pencitggrs, and books spread in front of them, but thenen't
studying. The picture was taken the night they detapl a long-running campaign for the gaigthos & Madness
He smiled. The campaign to find out what happepdtie Carlyle expedition had been especially ded&tilgryone

in the group had made new characters at leastlmefoee completing the mission and breaking up the c

Life, even programming, had been enjoyable thenw Re wanted to scream at his computer most days. Of
course, if he did that, Intertech would not be peh He needed something to take his mind off wdr&n he

wasn'’t here. He'd have to pull out his notes frdrattcampaign tonight. Pleasant memories would leigsaind.

Harold whistled as he went to the vending machintaé break room. Every afternoon he had a Code Red
At the table in the break room were two women filtismdepartment. Paula, a tall, curvy blonde whonoldahad
his eye on, was talking with Jeana, a thin brunefteverage height with glasses. They were bothsdw nicely,
with blouse and skirt. As Harold put the moneyha machine, he heard Jeana asked Paula, “I digntbgask

yesterday how your trip was. Was it a good one?”
Harold opened the bottle with a whoosh and stadddke a drink.

“Oh, yeah. It was a great weekend. | got to seddlks and some friends from high school. | love
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Dunwich this time of year.”
Harold choked and worked very hard to keep the sotés mouth. “Where did you go?”

Paula looked at him like he was crazy. “Ipswicthé said very slowly. “You know, it’s up in the noeast

part of the state. | grew up there.”
Harold shook his head. “Sorry. My ears were playicks on me.” He chuckled.
Paula chuckled with him. “What did you think | said

Harold waved the question off with his free haridof’t worry about it. It's not important. | was ttking
about something else a few minutes ago, and musthed a random neuron firing.” He winced when éart

such a geeky statement come from his mouth in wbRtaula.
Jeana laughed. “Oh, | have those all the time. iggiscalls them ‘brain farts,” but that's just gsg’
Paula laughed, too. “You're Harold. You work in tfghicle next to Robert, don't you?”

“Yeah.” He was surprised she knew his name. “Wekedron several projects together, but he’s focusing

more on the database admin side now.”
“That’s what | heard. Think he’ll get the promotitin

“No question. He's very good at it.” If Robert gbit promotion, Harold would be the first choicditio
Robert's current role. He just wasn’t sure he waitt€The pay increase would be nice, but his higattwasn’t in

technology anymore.

Paula looked at her watch. “Oh, | have a meetirfivgaminutes. Gotta run, Jeana. Nice talking ta,yo
Harold.” She rushed out the door. He felt a smiadkbke after she passed. Her perfume was verylhisas a floral

scent, lilies, he thought.

He put the cap back on the bottle and walked batkst cubicle. He supposed it could have gone worse

with Paula.

* k *



Luke / Fun and Games /3

That night Harold went into the spare bedroom efapartment. The rest of the apartment was ordedy
had functional furniture, but he always put offangzing this plain room which he simply used asa&ie. He
moved cardboard boxes around the carpeted flodrhenfound the one he was looking for way in tlaek
Labeled "college years" and underneath that "TMitlield the books he was looking for. His gamimgup had

called itself "The Miskatonic University Irregulats

Inside, he found the old books he was looking $mniling at the memories, he thumbed through the
player's guide. The game was full of monstersscalhd uncaring aliens who looked on humanity es th
playthings. Most of the ancient aliens were amettay simply didn't care about humanity any momnthumans
cared about ants. Others wanted to either destrepslave all of humanity. That long campaign fribva picture

had been against Nyarlathotep, one of the truliyad manipulative aliens.

One photocopied sheet stuck out from the pagesHanold looked it over. At the top, he had written,
"Harold Matthers" next to "Name." Underneath thatid, "Occupation: Engineering Student." He schbbeoadly
to see it. He had almost forgotten how he had @rigtatistics for himself those years ago. Everyorbe group
had done that and then played themselves in & sehoected adventures. With a pen, he copiedntfieemation

onto a clean character sheet, updating his age 2fbto 28.

He looked over the rest of the skills and stst&M was the only game he ever played that trackedysani
As you played, the things like ghosts and aliens gcountered made you a little crazy, and you wgpected to
act like that in your subsequent turns. You cowtygur sanity back if you worked hard at it. Tlarge was dark
and scary (especially when played by candle lighitw&ith mood music), but he had never had moreghing
insane than those nights around the table witlakeof the Irregulars. His sanity score was gjtfinetty at 65.
Alone of the gaming group, Harold had ended thay{ylourself campaign with more sanity than he sthrThe

game’s referee (called the Lorekeeper) had begnstgprised. Harold left the score alone.

The rest of the statistics looked good with minpdates. Since he had finished college, he increlaised
education stat and just wrote “Engineer” in theupation area. Most of the adventures and campaigns set in
the 1920s, so he couldn't list “computer programiride turned the sheet over and, with a chucké#ed some of

his more technical, dull, and obscure programmiogikis under "Arcane Tomes, Spells, and Artifacts.”
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When he was done, he put the sheet with his caofiigg to take to work the next day.

Harold looked in the box one last time and pulletilas bag of dice. As situations in the game agrpse
would roll the dice. If the total of the dice was$ than the named statistic on your sheet (wifinanessary
modifications), you won and had a good resultighler, the results would range from minor inconeeck to

outright disaster.

He owned several sets, but he dug through themngdkr two special ones. There were Tweedle Dek an
Tweedle Dum, two six siders that failed him mortenfthan not. Ace, the four sider that liked tatup a one. All
his others were there, but not two very speciad.dih, no'he thoughtThe Colonel and Sarge are goridie
Colonel and Sarge were his lucky dice, the two ligatised when the chips were down. To his horemsaw a hole
in the bottom of the dice bag. They must have fiadlet. Frantic, he dug through the rest of the ot found a

small hole in the bottom corner, just big enoughaféen-sider to fall through.

They could have fallen out anywhere when | was mgofie thoughtWell, no use crying over spilt milk or

lost dice. I'll just take Laurel and Hardy insteachey were still were in the bag.

Grinning, he put the blue Laurel and red Hardy riexhe sheet. Like the Colonel and Sarge, thee e
siders of a type called percentile dice. One dis labeled by tens and the other by ones. He platuntadke the
sheet to work the next day and hang it on the ofalis cube as a joke. The dice would simply sihandesk.

Several of his fellow geeks should recognize whatdice were from.

Looking at the clock, he saw it was closing on D01#8e wondered where the time had gone. Well, no
video games tonight. He needed to be rested fok ther next day. Gone were the days when he coaltjl

midnight and still feel refreshed at six the nextrming.

* % %

Harold sighed at the calculation error on the stré&dis bug had been plaguing him all morning. The
routine should have a positive number in the entlsbmehow a negative was resulting. At least thggsbexistence

was obvious, but where was it coming from?

He rolled his chair back for a moment, hoping thiittle distance would open his eyes to something
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obvious. His eyes fell on the character sheet namghng on his cubicle wall. “Why not?” he said éud and
picked up the two, ten-sided dice. Whenever yougally stumped in the game, the Lorekeeper coffia a hintif
you rolled the dice and the total was less tham yelligence score. His score was 60. “Give médaa check,” he

muttered, using the term from the game. “Under@by, under 60.”

He rolled the dice. “23! Good job!” Rolling lessath half of his intelligence would result in a rgajood
hint. He set the dice to the side. “If only it cdide that easy.” He looked back at the screen.t@saecond! There
it is!” A complex formula had a left parentheselie wrong place. He changed a line of code andwpited. He

watched with satisfaction as the single failing tds|anged from a red icon to green. Now they aibpd.
Harold ticked that item off the bug tracker and w@nthe next issue in the list.

* % %

Harold smiled at the noticeably-smaller list on $iseen. He had fixed several bugs since the mgritin

was turning out to be a good day. He needed o @esv and then.
“Hey, guy, hope I'm not interrupting.”
Harold looked up to see his supervisor, Charlep&#er, standing outside the cubicle.

“Nah. Come on in. I've just finished up another aebug fixes. Got something big for me?” Haroldlha

asked several times for a major project to work on.

“Well, yeah.” The supervisor pulled up a chair aedl a folder on the desk. “You know those old Paigsp

programs that we’re trying to phase out?”

Harold sighed. He was one of the few in the depamtrwvho had any experience with the language. His
days programming Passport were not happy memdmigdie had needed the job badly during colleget the
guess. Jillian wants a new feature and she ab$plaanot wait until the replacement program idggaThe

replacement was written in a different programniangguage. Almost by definition, that meant it woble better.

Charles laughed. “You know her well. I'll leave trexjuest here and you just tell me how long it teike

to make the change.”
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Harold opened the manila folder and winced agdlirardwanted screen layouts changed and a newrtepo

“Passport makes me a little crazy, Charles.”
Charles shrugged. “Someone has to do it, and noblséyhere has the Passport experience you do.”
Lucky me“How much padding am | allowed?”
Charles winked. “Make her think you're a miraclerier.”

“Getting this to worlkwill be a miracle,” Harold muttered looking at the resfuafter Charles left. Out of
the corner of his eye, he saw the pair of dicehWithuckle, he picked them up. “Crazy, huh. IkHineed a sanity

check. This shouldn’t be but a 1-point loss foaidufe. Under 65, baby!”

The two dice clattered to the desk. Hardy showedaii@l Laurel showed 8. According to the rules ef th
game, Harold had just lost one point of sanity beeahe rolled over his score. “Nuts.” Harold lauyHi&Vell, if
I'm going to play, | should play right.” He pickegb a pencil to change his sheet and reached éortihe cube wall.

He stopped with his hand outstretched.

He felt his heart thud and his breath quicken asstieet already had the 65 marked out and replaitied
64. “What?” He blinked and rubbed his eyes, buthiting was still therel must be seeing things! | really am
losing my mindAs he stared at the paper, another black markaapdeand struck through the 64. Then a 63

appeared beneath the 64.

He stood up and took a step away from the handiegts Mouth agape, he stared at the sheet hanging o
the wall until Paula walked by. “Harold, are youagR” She stood outside his cubicle, her brow wadkbith

worry.

“Yes. No. Maybe.” He moved to put himself between and the sheet. If he was going crazy, it would r

his chances with Paula. Then again, it would rui@rgthing else, too.

“Tell me what's wrong.” She entered his cubicle atabd on the other side of his desk, pulling begl

bangs back from her eyes.

Harold shook his head. “I'm sorry. | can’t expléih She had never been inside his cubicle befanel, it
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made him more nervous.

Paula’s eyes widened slightly. “Oh.” She tried tale. “What are you hiding from me?” She moved

around the desk, getting closer to him.

“Oh, nothing important. Just a little gag | wrofe.’UHarold backed up against the cubicle wall. Sqrag

of his brain noticed her perfume smelled like thmes lilies as yesterday.

“Then you won’t mind me looking at it.” She genglyshed him aside. Paula looked at the sheet andathe
Harold before looking back to the sheet. She blggtttyy to lean in close. “WhodW&M! ‘Harold Matthers.’ You
wrote yourself up! Good PC there. Nice move rateitoaway from the beasties. Good intelligence hHignity is a

must. Low on strength, but that's not as importarthis game.”
“You played?”
“Still do!” She looked away, blushing slightly, “Agally, they call me Lorekeeper Barbie at the G&tite
He blinked. This was more than he had bargainedrfee beauty in front of him was a gamer.
"Have you ever run a game?" She played with her hai

He shook his head. "I prefer to be surprised ingdumes. | can't if | know how everything is supgbte

go.

She laughed. "The players will surprise you no eratbw much you know about the scenarios. Did you

have a favorite character in your campaigns?"

He grinned. "I took one character all the way tigto8hadows of Yog-Sothatind Tatters of the KingHe

was a chemical engineering professor at Miskatbimiwersity named Richard Armitage.”

“Any relation to Henry?” Henry Armitage was a lidure professor at the same university in the ng/tho

behind the game.

“Cousin, actually. Richard was killed in the sec@edsion oMasks of NyarlathotepHe chuckled. “We
made the lorekeeper mad by joking how eBEstyershad been, so he busted Nyarlathotep out on usgjisstow us

who'’s boss.”
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“That’s not right." She frowned. "l would never domething like that to my players.”
“I appreciate that,” Harold said. “What was youvdate to run?"

Her eyes lit up.Morror on the Orient Expre$s

"You have that rare gem?"

She nodded. "l found it at an estate sale for lfiveks."

"An estate sale?" That was certainly an odd pladst aMythos & Madnessampaign.
She shrugged. "Some guy in his forties died frosudden heart attack.”

He refused to look at the sheet, afraid it wouldvelis score dropping again. Instead, he saidifiktI'm

developing paranoia.”

Paula shook her head and joked, “You haven't lnsugh sanity.” Losing sanity brought on differeirtds

of mental issues. Paranoia was one of them.

“Give me time.”

The intercom squeaked as the music stopped arsbd® voice came on. “Please remember that the
quarterly meeting is this Friday. We have good newshare from marketing and sales.” The machineaked

again and the music came back.

Harold shivered. It wasn't the piped seventies @igtities music playing before the announcement. It

sounded like mostly brass and woodwinds. A drumlzass in the background kept rhythm.
“What kind of music is that?” he asked, feeling ndei

She paused to listen. “Van Halen’s Runnin’ with Bevil, muzak style.” She spoke the next softlyh&Ts

a sanity buster right there."

“No. That's not Van Halen. It isn’t even Van Haliena warm up when David Lee Roth has the flu.” He
tried to laugh it off. “I seriously need to see smme about my ears. I'm hearing things.” He sakakavn, hoping

she would leave.
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She stepped closer to his desk. “You really do bearething else, don’t you?” Her fingers stoppexd gy

of his shoulder.

He nodded. “Swing music from the Big Band Era.” péaised as the music changed in mid measure. “It’s

gone now, and that is Van Halen.”
“I'm starting to worry about you.” She left him ale to work.

"Me, t00." Harold looked at his watch. It was 18@ he hadn’t had lunch. The little diner arourel th

corner shouldn’t be too crowded now.

* k *

That afternoon at break time, he was checkinglmibtiseball scores on his phone when he heardet swe

voice say, “Knock, knock.”

He looked up and saw Paula standing outside hig,@riling. Returning her smile, he waved her ime S

leaned over his desk, her smile fading, and whexheéAnything else happen?”
He shook his head. “Not a thing since the radie"d¢stured toward the chair. “Have a seat.”

She slid in the chair, crossed her legs, and sreddtler green skirt. “Good. Maybe you just need a

vacation. | checked the log, and you've been waykin too many projects. How much time do you havié bp?”
He shrugged. “A month and a half. | didn’t take iml&st year."Or the year before
“Do you have somewhere you could go to get awanf@@ambridge?”

“My college roommate’s been begging me to cometisem in Providence, but | don’t know. There’s so

much to do here.”

“Go! Schedule it with Charles, quick. Remember ladvgays saying that we're better employees when we

take that time.” She reached toward him and thejppstd.

Harold nodded. “Yeah. You're right. A vacation wdlb me good. I'll put in a request right after yleave.

Have to be week after next to give it time for apl and arrange it with Jacob. Won't he be suegtisHarold
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cheered.

“Just don't saythtagnuntil then and you should be fine.” She smiled.

He shivered and decided to change the subject. t'@/gnanola bar? | have plenty.”

“Sure,” she said. “Contrary to my reputation, I'nsacker for normalcy.” She leaned forward in thaich

"Well, | try to be as normal as they comBégfore this week, | succeeded.

"That's what | like about you." Her voice was vepft as if she didn't expect him to hear her butildho't

be upset if he did.

Harold blinked and opened a drawer on the sidésofié&sk. With a small shriek, he slammed it quickly

when a tentacle flicked out. “Did you see that?”

“No. What was it?”

“A tentacle! A wet tentacle!”

He reopened it and saw nothing but the box of deabars. He looked up at Paula. “Still want one?”

She shook her head and played with a strand ofdiéirg over her shoulder.

“Maybe | imagined it.”

“Then where did that water on the desk come froB8I?8 pointed at his desk.

Harold looked where she was pointing. A streak afewproceeded from the edge of the desk over the

drawer for a few inches.

* % %

The next morning, he whistled down the hallway.odd night's sleep and planning his vacation hacg:don
him good. Maybe getting away was the biggest thiegeeded. Jacob had been thrilled when Haroldccsdl
accept the invitation. Maybe everything was alis mind. Maybe seeing the water on the desk had Hae to the
power of suggestion, or, more likely, he had sgibilittle water without realizing it and his imagtion attributed it

to a tentacle. Everything had a rational explamatibalways did.
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He saw Paula walking down the hallway toward hitme $oked very nice today with that ruffled skkte

waved at her and stood to the side to let her ghsalled Jacob last night, and it's all set.ddl there as--"
She cut him off. “Don’t pull me into your insanityaula walked on without looking back.

Dumbfounded, he stood at the wall for a momentreefeturning to his cubicle without filling his deé
cup. He would just have to plow through the next fays until his vacation. He had made it thisdl@ane. He

would do so again.

* k *

He was at his desk in the afternoon, when Pauladzank. "I'm sorry about this morning. | just fredk

out. You need solid a friend right now not a flakehe played with her skirt with one hand.
"l understand, and | don'’t think you're a flake.&ldointed to the chair by the wall. "Have a seat.”

She sat down gracefully and crossed her legs. 8lgeang to make my own sheet, but not now.” They

laughed. Then she did a double take. “When didstatt wearing old-style hats?”
“What hat?” Surprised by the question, he lookexliad the desk but didn’t see anything.
She pointed to the wall of his cube where he husgtat. A navy blue Fedora hung above the coat.

Harold’s arms shook, and a small whimper escapethhbat. "It wasn’t here when | got back from lant
don’t even own a hat like that.” He looked at Hévhat's happening to me?” His voice was soft. Hé lnig hands

under the desk to hide their shaking.

Paula put a hand on his arm. “I don’t know, but beaye can talk after work? Keep your mind off this.

She raised one eyebrow at him.
Harold smiled at her. “I'd like that. Maybe ovender? That is, if your boyfriend won’t mind.”
“No boyfriend.” She frowned and crossed her arrivi. ‘Matthers, are you asking me out on a date?”

Harold thought for a moment. Was she being sendgtrsthe frown or playing coy? The twinkle in her

eyes made him think the second. He had only onetavéigd out. He had been considering this for veeakd
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decided it was time to try. His heart thudded m dfiest as he said, “Yes, | am. |, Harold Mattheesnt a date with
you, Paula Bramwell. Will you go out with me to der this evening?”

She put one hand on her hip. “Well, since you'tdragsfor a date, | accept!”

His anxiety turned to elation. “Meet me in the pagkgarage right after work. | know just the plddde
blinked as a thought struck him. “The restauraiat ligtle distance away. What about your car? Wqald prefer to

drive yourself?” He hoped not. He'd like the timethe car to chat with her.

She smiled. “No worries. | ride the bus to workieSturned to leave but stopped. "You should maleerch

rolls more often. You've got some skill there.”

* % %

Harold pulled out a seat for her at the Crab Shadlgher-end establishment than the name implibdir

seats were at the window, overlooking the CharliesRThey started looking over the menus the wagrgave

them.
"Amazing," Harold said. "They still list alcohol."
Paula looked up, her eyes wide. "What?"
“Well, with the eighteenth amendment ratified, &lobis illegal. Still, it's nice to find it sometimes.”
Paula shook her head and looked down at the télthés isn’'t Prohibition Era, you know.” She spoke
quietly.

Harold felt a little short of breath. He dropped foice, leaned forward, and said, “This isn’'t agmgasy?”
Paula shook her head slowly. “We aren't even iritite century for that.”

Harold looked away for a moment. He was about yossenething when the waitress came for their order.
It seemed like only a few minutes elapsed befoee thaitress placed covered plates in front of tleemd removed
both covers at the same time. Paula expressechtialighe look of her steamed lobster. Harold, harefelt sick to

his stomach. His shrimp were large, each aboutaneand a half.



Luke / Fun and Games / 13

“What's wrong?” she asked.

“It's the shrimp. They look like I've always imagid the Mi-Go to look. One night, we were up against
those horrid aliens. Five of us started, but only survived, and we were just lucky.” That was ribeghest single
night before the campaign against Nyrlathotepa'tbuple more rolls had gone against us, we twddtedied,
too." He shuddered, thinking about those intelligangi with the many arms, wings, and shells. td&lhup one of

the shrimp. "A little Mi-Go."

Paula smiled. "Oh. I've always imagined Mi-Go tokdike giant lobsters."

"Not helping!" Harold felt a little queasy lookirag her dish.

“Well, just view this as sweet revenge.” She pickipda shrimp from his plate and popped it into her

mouth. “Oh, Harold, you have to try it. The tast@ut of this world!”

They laughed and managed to talk about other thhmgsighout dinner.

After he paid out, Harold walked her to his car.t&ve do you live? I'll drive you home.”

Paula bit her lip. “It's a little ways from hereré\you sure you don’t need someone to stay with you

tonight. No offense, but you look like you're abdaifump at shadows.”

“None taken. havebeen jumping at shadows today.” He sighed. “I'dytal for the company, but

understand....”
She nodded. “Right. You need a friend. Besidesnftceven kiss on the first date.” She winked at hi

* % %

Harold took her into his first-floor apartment. T¢leck struck eight as he opened the door. For memb,

he stared at the full moon shining over the buddin

"Expecting to see something?" Paula asked frondénsi

"Yes, but | didn't." He followed her in.

“This is nice!” she said, looking at the clean fl@nd cleared table. "l won't tell you what | exigelcfrom
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a programmer's bachelor pad.”

“I can imagine from what I've seen at the guystefa That's part of why | try to keep it clean. Mak

yourself at home.”

She threw her purse on the couch and sat downéisitUnless you feel like going to bed right now,

we’ve got a couple of hours to kill.”

He shook his head. “I couldn't sleep if | tried. \&fuld play a game or watch a movie. Your call.”

“Game,” she said. “You pick since you know what yave.”

He pulled Scrabble out of the closet and set itrdow the table. They quickly set up the board aedvd
tiles. She played RISEN with the N placed on thddig square. The board was on a spinner so easbrpeould
rotate it on their turn and be able to see thedpesperly. He played KING off the | and turned ti@ard back to

Paula.

Play continued for over an hour. Paula's abilitthwiords impressed him. His small attempts at humor

during the game seemed to be taken well.

Paula played DEEP near the bottom of the boardobleed at his rack and thought. There weren't many
tiles left in the bag, and the score was closepldged an O, an N, and an S crossing the DEEmtbda a triple-
word score. "12 points for ONES." Even though iswamuch, he needed to block her from scoringhertriple-

word space. Then he shuddered. "l just made DEEPSIN

The Deep Ones were monsters in the mythos that livéhe ocean off the fictional town of Innsmouth.

"That's not all," she whispered. "Apparently, limade words, t00."

Harold looked where she pointed. When she play€dRSPoff of his KING by tacking the S onto the end,
it looked like KINGSPORT, another town from the imgs. Harold looked across the board. "ASYLUM, DREBM

DARKNESS, CHAOS, WHISPERER, SHUNNED."

"We even made INNSMOUTH out of INNS with MOUTH rigbelow it." She put her hand on top of his.

He grabbed hold of it, anxious for human touch.ndéced her hand was trembling. "How did we missmR" she
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asked.

"l don't know, but let's keep playing." Trying tetchis mind off the mythos, Harold looked down iat h
rack. It held E, O, M, and H. Letting go of her Hahe drew the three tiles he needed to have s&yén.and O. He
put them on his rack with the others and shuffledtiles. He felt the blood drain from his facehasnade THE

DOOM. One of the stories was "The Doom that Canfeamnath."

He shuddered. "I hate to ask this, Paula, but wioatls can you make right now?"

She looked down, rearranged some letters, andksiriél have a blank, and the others letters make
ARKHAM." Arkham was the most famous town from ttierges. Witch-cursed and legend-haunted Arkham,

Massachusetts, was a center of madness that attrawi in all its forms.

Silently, they stood up from the table. Harold gdlup the board and dumped the letters back ietddix.

"l think it's bed time," he said.

Paula nodded, staring down at the cleared table.

"If you don't mind old sweats and a t-shirt, | haeenething for you."

She said nothing until he tapped her shoulder. "f&'Hahe turned to him and leaned against him,

shivering.

"You can sleep in some old clothes of mine," hd,sgiad for her closeness. Her perfume again fitlisd

senses.

"Yeah. That's fine." She followed him down the hhablding onto his shirt.

In his bedroom, he dug around in the chest of drawetil he found a pair of grey sweats and a blue

shirt. He handed them to her and said, "I'll gatffi® couch for myself."

She shook her head. "I'm too scared now. Can yempsh here?"

"Um..." He looked at the bed then back at her. IBbked tense with her shoulders stiff.

"Maybe a cot on the floor?" The shrillness in heice begged him to stay.



Luke / Fun and Games / 16

"l can make something," he answered softly. Shexea.

She went into the bathroom to change while he brbtige couch cushions into the bedroom. He arranged

them quickly, suddenly more tired than scared.

"Are you decent?" Paula asked at the door. Herevedminded more chipper than just minutes before.

"As much as | can be." He tried to keep the moglatli

She came in, dressed in his old clothes. "How Idok?" she asked, holding her hands in the airgavidg
a little twirl. Her hair was pulled back in a poajtand she wore glasses now. The pants and siththung loose

on her. The shirt had a programming joke. "If edtfiyou don't succeed, call it a demo."

"Magnificent." He smiled.

She laughed and smiled back. "I bet you say thali the girls in your jammies."

Harold thought for a moment and smiled. "That steget is technically accurate."

She blushed then her smile faded. He saw her sanghug herself even though the room was
comfortably warm. She stepped close to him anchpuirms around his waist. She leaned into hisldbou'm

frightened. I've been playind&M for five or six years and never had anything tikis happen to me."

"Me neither. It's crazy scary.” He paused. "Do tttnk you can sleep?"

She nodded but her eyes were downcast. "Don'titaigechanging.”

"l won't." Harold grabbed his own sleeping clotla@sl went to the bathroom to change. Paula's work
clothes lay neatly folded on the sink counter wign contact case on the top of the blouse. Evaigthbe was only
gone a few minutes, Paula was curled up in hisdséskp when he returned. He blew her a kiss anddem on the

couch cushions. He pulled the blankets up to his @ahd quickly drifted off to sleep.

* % %

In the middle of the night, Harold awoke to finethed empty. His heart started beating fast as he

wondered what happened to Paula. As his imaginasionwild, he reined it in. A glance at the alariock told him
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the time was a little after 4:30. He could seahtlunderneath the bedroom door. Heart thuddidgsichest, he

opened the door and peeked out.

Paula sat at his kitchen table, scribbling a nte= wore her clothes from the prior evening buittstid her

glasses and ponytail. The contrast struck him.
He tapped on the wall as he entered so as naatibesher when he spoke. “Couldn’t sleep?”
She jumped.
“Sorry. | tried not to startle you.”
“Yeah. Didn’t work. Not your fault. I'm just realljumpy.” Her fingers drummed on the table.

The silence hung in the room for a moment. “Buil, sthat are you doing?” He sat down in the chagxt

to her.

She handed him the note. “| woke in the night aamdembered that | have a big meeting first thinthen
morning. | can’t show up wearing yesterday’s clsth&he smiled. “So I’'m going to go home to finisix the

night. You were sleeping so well | didn’t want take you.”
“I'll take you to your place. Just give me a minttechange.”

“No worries," she interrupted. "l already calledab. You need sleep more than | need to see what a

gentleman you are.” She poked him in the chest.
"Can you sleep at your place by yourself?"

She shrugged. "l can't go back to sleep herensight as well go home." She looked away. "Besities t
crazy stuff only seems to happen around you. Ifhéme, nothing should happen." She looked backat'tWwill

you be okay the rest of the night?"
He nodded. "I think so."
"l don't want to run out on you. If you need mestay..."

"No." He shook his head and tried to smile. "|&l fine."
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A cab pulled up in the street. When he walked be¢hé door, she turned and kissed him on the'lips.

thought you didn't kiss on the first date,” he sa&drprised.

“I make an exception for guys that I'm facing ettwrldly horrors with.” She blushed and bit heg.li

Then she said, “but only if the horror is in raéd.I

Harold pulled her close and gave her another Ehs.rested against him for a moment before whisgeri

“Meter’s running.” He watched her get in the cal aide away. She waved as the cab pulled away fthencurb.

Feeling strangely content, Harold went to his bedrpset his clock radio, and lay down. His pillow

smelled like lilies. He smiled and drifted off to aasy sleep.

* % %

Harold woke up to the clanging bells of an alarockl His hand fumbled for it, closed on the medak]
flipped the switch to cut it off before the neighbaomplainedMetal? He sat up and looked at the clock. It was
round and made of red metal instead of black plakistead of the glowing red numbers and snoo#emte

expected, metal hands ticked across the face.

Furtively looking around, everything in the aparbkwoked old. No, not old but old fashioned. A arat
radiator hung on the wall under the window. Outwhedow, he saw an iron fire escajpére escape™e lived on

the ground floor. Looking out the window, he sawwees now on the third floor of a red-brick apartiienilding.

Clothes from a fashion almost one hundred yearsotd) peacefully in the closet. Everything lookide |

the 1920s. Every familiar personal item was gonec8ll phone, no laptop. Nothing.

He took a deep breath. Okay. With the events ofdbsiefew days, being transported in time wasnthash
of a surprise as it might be otherwise. Wasn'tdleaen a mythos tale about time travel? If nobayghen it
definitely happened in a module Mfythos & MadnessHe needed to find out why he had been transpamedcow
to get back. He doubted he would find the answetss apartment, so he got dressed and ready¢aliacday. He
made sure he had money in his pocket, walked dbesstairs, and went out the door. After all, theeypts inM&M

were called “investigators.”
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The streets were dusty and narrower than they bad the night before. Horse drawn cabs were pléntif
but old-looking cars just barely outnumbered thArakinny newspaper boy in a brown cap and mothreapat

stood at the corner. Harold smiled as he realiratithe newspaper would give him the exact date.

The boy waved at him. "Morning, Professor Armitége.

"What did you call me?" Harold's blood ran cold.

"Oh, right," the boy said. "You asked me to callyRichard.’ Sorry about that. Got your paper." litdd

out a folded paper.

Professor Richard Armitagehe name of his favorite character to play in theng. Trying to suppress a

shiver, he took the paper and dug coins from hgkeb "Any price changes?”

"No.” The boy looked at him strangely. “Same twompies as always. Just like yesterday and the day
before. You're one of my regulars, you know." Hektthe money. "You're acting stranger than usuiehdtd. Oh,
that reminds me. | got one of those magazines aydvinold one for you. There's a new Robert Bladieysh it,

'Feaster From the Stars.' Another two bits."

Blake? FeasterThat story and writer existed only in the mythessarsions of Robert Bloch and his
classicShambler From the Starklis breath catching in his chest, he exchange mmoney for the magazine and

unfolded the paper. Across the top, it ré&eé Arkham AdvertiseFriday, October 2, 1925.

Harold gulped. "Thank you," and hurried back todpartment. He wasn't in Cambridge or even Boston.
fact, where he was didn't even exist on real midpswasn't surprised with everything that had hapdebut it was

still disconcerting. To travel in time was one thiifo go to a place that didn't exist was another.

Spreading the paper out on his kitchen table, bkdd it over. The first thing that caught his eyeswhat
tonight was the full moorNaturally. He thumbed through the rest of the paper, lookinglues.M&M scenarios
often provided clues in period newspapers. An atting a renter of an old house tickled the backisimind as
familiar. A story on the second page reported hewiinen were found in a road with horn wounds araf points.
He remembered that both of those were events frgtham tales. Actually, the one about the two mehtheen one

of the tales he considered low quality.
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Putting aside that paper, he looked around histiayeat more closely. He realized it was just likehiael
always imagined it in the game. He took an apartnmstead of a house as it was his first semestarkham and

he wasn't sure he wanted to stay. He had infact lmexking for a house when Nyarlathotep killed him.

Two books on the shelf caught his efkddandbook of Chemical Engineering Volunandlll by George E.
Davis. Those were the classics in the field fos #iria. HavasArmitage. A memory surfaced, and he pressed on a
certain knothole in the shelf. It opened a hiddemgartment behind the shelf. Reaching inside, haddurba
Philosophoruma very powerful book on alchemy. He had been sag@dd when he found it in the game, but now
he whimpered and closed the compartment. An alcHawok was very fitting for a chemical engineer, igfave a

new sense of realism to the situation. Were othiees real here? Was burning them an option?

He sat down, clutching his chest, and looked fertdiephone. He needed to call the University amtel
all of his classes and appointments. He might benagstigator, but his SAN score had taken enoligthis

morning.

Now, where was the phone? He looked in the smih&h and the living room. Nothing. Not even a plac
for a phone. Then he remembered that apartmertibgd in this time didn't have phone lines to eagartment (at
least, that's what his Lorekeeper had said). Idst&@ better--more expensive--buildings had a pHoneach floor

out in the hallway. He opened his door, looked hvedlys, and hurried to the alcove with the phone.

* % %

After convincing the departmental secretary at Miskic University that he was too sick to come in,
Harold managed to hide all day in his apartmené I&kd stubbornly refused to cancel his classediéabughed,
hacked, and sneezed into the phone until she agdeadehow, he had persuaded her. He sat at thélstohén

table holding a loaded revolver.

"Professor Armitage?" called a woman's voice framdoor.

He shook slightly. "Yes?" He cocked the gun.

"It's your landlady, Miss Haddad. Did you not goatork today?" She had an accent that he couldsmdepl

even though her grammar was excellent.
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"No. | was on my way and suddenly didn't feel wefeel better now.And I'd feel even better if you would

leave me aloneThis trip to the past didn't give him any memoéérmitage.

"Well, come on down to the diner. It's usually @ddgor supper, but I'm looking to open it and neetty

some recipes. If you'll try them, it'll be on theuse."

His stomach rumbled, reminding him that he hadatém all day. The lady sounded nice. He decidezhto
"Thank you, Miss Haddad. | greatly appreciate thde uncocked the gun, slipped it into his coatkgdcand

opened the door.

Miss Haddad was a dainty, swarthy-skinned womanm.ddek eyes were lustrous and wide. From her name,
looks, and accent, he guessed her to be an imnifycan the Middle East. She wore a brown dress et form
fitting but modest. A white head band held her aplace, and a turquoise scarab decorated aamxklanging

around her graceful neck. At ease, he followedterdiner next to the apartment building.

Finding a seat at the counter, he picked up a Mm@l need to look at this, or are you just goindring

me the experiments, Miss Haddad?"

"I'll just bring them," she smiled prettily. "Andy must call me by my first name if you are eatimgfood

like this. Call me Sekhmet."

"That is a lovely name. May | ask where it's frolh®ounds familiar.”

"It's a very old Egyptian name. Sekhmet was thelgsd of fire, war, medicine, and vengeance."

"That's quite the portfolio she possessed! Didretget tired?" Harold laughed to show he was jaking

Sekhmet laughed with him. "You are funny, profeskamould like it if you came here more often."

"Seeing as how we bachelors don't like our own oapl'll have to try."

"Yes, but you are always in such a rush to theamity. You only come here on Saturday.” Sekhmet

pouched her bottom lip out. She looked adorable.

Harold relaxed. She seemed nice and polite. He/d ttabe careful in the conversation and steertapig

away from what they might have talked about orphisr visits to this diner. He tossed the menu donrthe
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counter top. He read the name of the diner frorBékhmet's, naturally. The cover portrayed a péctfran

Egyptian statue of a woman with a lioness' head.

Sekhmet placed a bowl of rice, vegetables, anttle tieef in front of him. It smelled terrific anasted just
as good. To his surprise, the rice was actualiyallspasta. With a growl, his stomach reminded again that he

hadn't eaten all day. He dove into the bowl witkske It was very good.

She chatted with him while he ate, asking questadimut the food and if the diner seemed like a supp
place. The decorations currently were aimed maréufich and breakfast, but he told her that coalsilg be made

more universal. Taking the roosters off the wallidobe a great first step.

"One more thing, Professor Armitage,” she said.s4eet!" She placed a round cake with chocolatdifrgs

in front of him.

"That looks delicious!"

She handed him the knife. "Please do the honoesttihg it yourself."

He put the knife over the cake just as the middlapsed. "Oh!" he exclaimed.

"Not again!" she said with a pout. "l just can'tkeat so that the center holds."

He stared at her. "That' a very peculiar way todatl' Her smile seemed malevolent now. He felt the
blood drain from his face. "The center... canndtfidA line from the mythos! He fell back off of fistool and to

the cold, tile floor.

Miss Sekhmet Haddad came around the counter. Tihydeoman seemed to tower over him as he crab-
crawled away from her. Her shirt pulled tight aigpted as if something was trying to bust out fritva back and
fog billowed from under her skirt. When she spdie, voice was deeper. "I'm going to enjoy killinguy Professor
Armitage. I'm going to enjoy it just as much asfihgt time." She showed him a fanged smile asneek

lengthened.

"The first time? Nyarlathotep!" He finally managexdget to his feet and ran for the door. He pudiedr a

cart of plates, hoping to slow her down. He bursbiigh the door and away.
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* % %

Harold tore down the sidewalk. Was he imagininggbior did the man in the heavy coat have a shambli
walk like someone from Innsmouth? The full moon drawer the streets. A black shape winged its wagsacthe
moon's face. Was that a Mi-Go? Maybe a night galimti?in't matter; both were deadly. Where couldybao get
away?

"In here, Harold," called a man. Harold looked amufrantic. A man with a black, heavy beard anglet

hair waved him into a store.

Harold ducked inside, and the man slammed the dosed and locked it behind him. Harold tried ttcha
his breath. Looking around, he saw he was in a hwp. On the shelf beside him was a ring shapedilithrice-
coiled serpent. A piece of jewelry with a blackreteat beside it. Next to the jewel was an old paamall, low-
heeled, black shoes with silver buckles. Haroldgaized the jewel and ring but not the shoes. @véne side was
a shelf full of musty tomes which Harold wouldn/ee look at. He closed his eyes and whimpe@ad.of the
frying pan and into the fireBut running was out of the question; after allandhcould he go. Sekhmet waited

outside.
The shop owner said, “Lucky for you. | was just ai close up to go to services.”
"It's Friday evening," Harold said. "I'm not thatazy yet."
“I'm Jewish. Our Shabbat services are on Fridaynig
“Oh, right. Then you'd better go."

"Not yet. Helping someone in need is more importhah Shabbat services. How can | serve HaShem if |

do not help those made in his image?”

“That... that...thingisn't in his image.” He pointed out window towasthere he last saw the human form

of Nyarlathotep.

Joshua looked out the window. "l see Sekhmet. Wdnattis a horrid mask he chose this time." He turned

to Harold and held out his hand. "I'm Joshua, lenthy. Since you're in my shop, how can | help Y4 spread
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his hands in welcome.

“I want to get away from that thing?” With everytli else he had seen today, Harold was only alittle

surprised that Joshua knew about Nyarlathotep anchasks.
Joshua raised one eyebrow at him. “Is that whattgdy want to know?”

Harold shook his head. “I don't know if this willake any sense to you, but | really want to get iacky

own life.”

“It makes perfect sense. Now, this is going to sbeciithe, but you have to face your fears. And oyme

do, nothing will be the same again.”

Harold shuddered, thinking of the lurking fear éadgsthe door. “I can’t do that. | can't face thea@Gting

Chaos again. He takes great joy in killing me.”
Joshua chuckled. “Have faith, Harold.” He leanedkiegainst the counter.

“Faith! Faith in what? I'm a normal guy--okay I'mohnormal but close enough for how long I'd last

against the Big N! But you are.”

“Yep, completely normal human being right herehia Roaring 20s who happens to know about
Nyarlathotep, your real name, and that you hawbadlhjat doesn't yet exist-computer programming.’chented the

items on his fingers.

Harold shivered. “That's right. | didn't even tgdiu! Howdid you know?” Harold tried to scuttle away but

fell. He grabbed a silver platter from the shelktrt® him and held it in front of himself.

Chuckling, Joshua shook his head. “Put the trayrdd¥arold. Honestly, if | wanted to kill you, you'd

already be dead.”

“But if you wanted to scare me out of my wits, thisuld be a great way to do it.” Harold put theytback

where he got it.

“True, but | don't scare people without reasonelidve very much in order.” Joshua gave Harold a

comforting smile.
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"Okay, then. If you aren't trying to scare me, e how you knew to call me ‘Harold.’ Everyone eteze

calls me 'Richard Armitage.

"I know more things than you can ever imagine, HhrArmitage is a good name if you want to pick
something mythosesque."

Harold shrugged. Whoever this Joshua guy was, Haletided to stop wondering how he knew things he

shouldn’t. "I'm just glad no one here is calling hermyn.

Joshua took a deep breath. "I halwayshated that story. All the mythos being about #ek lof purpose
and accidental state of humanity, | can read thblsey're no more an eye roller than Gidgamesh Epior Enuma
Elish. If you know--truly and deeply know--the truthli@has no power. Howard believed the cosmos was to
terrible to comprehend. That's backwards as thatiEsaof the cosmos are too wonderful to comprehBntlithat

story? | rank it with the writings of the Nicolatis."
The who™arold wondered. “Is trusting you my only way dut?

“Yep. But getting back to your present isn’t thdyothing to be concerned with. You'll still have deal

with your problems then.”
Harold nodded. “I am going to destroy every pietengthos material | have.”

“Don't overreact.” Joshua waved off his conceritss hot just the mythos. This never happened to yo
when you were almost obsessed with the mythos tivought the mythos could fill a void that it wasreemeant to

fill."

Harold cocked his head to the side. "The mythosahasrpose?"

Joshua grinned. "Yes. Ironic isn't it?" His gridéal. "What about your job? It frustrates you, kan gou

come to peace with it? After all, you are a gooolgpammer.”
Harold looked down. "l used to enjoy it. | realligdNow | think | hate it."

"Do you hate programming itself, or the situatiauye in?" Joshua didn't wait for an answer. "Thnk

that. Everything has a purpose. What might the gaemf that job be?"
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Harold thought for a moment. "I truly don't know."
"Well, while you think about it, I've got a smalligst for you."

Harold winced. "I'm not surprised. Fetch quest?éfltheant that Harold would have to bring a spettifie

item to Joshua. They were common in many games.

Joshua nodded. "Yep. Where we are is somethingsbéiged hallucination or dream. Some powerful

entities started it." He waved his hands around.
"Nyarlathotep?"

"He's one of them," Joshua said with a nod. "THh#ies can'treally create a reality, so they make a pocket
universe--as the sci-fi stories call it. They usis place as an amusement park and storage fatisit regularly
to keep an eye on things and gather relics foksaf@ing. You noticed some of them." He waved higdkaat the

shelves.

Harold didn’t look over to the shelves. "I saw tirgg of Thoth-Amon and a piece of the black mormwhiut

| don't recognize the shoes."

Joshua said, "They aren't from a direct mythosystart it was still a ghost story,raally good ghost story.
If you ever get the chance to listen to “Goody T®wes” with Vincent Price as the narrator, takedbllect other

things, too." He held out two, green, ten-sideadic
"The Colonel and Sarge! How did you find them?dught they were lost in the moving van."
"They were, but lost things tend to make their wayny shop." He gestured around.

A lightbulb went off over Harold's head. He saidpti gather mythos relics. You want mimitage's-

copy of Turba Philosophorumif | bring it, will you send me home?"

Joshua nodded. "That's not all | want. There amgesthings they have that | lock up and things theye

stolen from the real world that | send back. Yalr js to get back thBook of Kells'

Harold closed his eyes. "I'm not familiar with thame. What mythos tale speaks of it?"



Luke / Fun and Games / 27

Joshua's eyes flashed in anger. "It's real. tpy of the Gospels in Latin, bound in four volumiés
called an illuminated manuscript because it seeksing light into the darkness. They stole theamfrTrinity
College in Dublin just hours ago. Bring riarba Philosophorunand theBook of Kellsand then you can go home."

Joshua looked grim. “One more thing--don't be afrai

* % %

Don't be afraid?Harold thought incredulously as he slipped outtthek door of Joshua's and down the

dark alley. Sekhmet had shown no sign of leavirgftbnt of the shop.

Joshua had given him directions to a cave outdidewn where Nyarlathotep usually hid out. Not ttz
police or anyone could stop him. He just hid ousltovly spread the insanity instead of taking ddlewhole town

at once. He had more fun that way.

Harold pulled the coat tight and hat down overdyigs. Joshua had provided them as a disguisesit'ia
great disguise, but it would do. As he exited theyahe turned towards his apartment. This stnemrtldn't take him

past Nyarlathotep. He didn't think he could survive heart attack if he got that close.

Standing under a lamp for a moment, Harold wondérisgtarlathotep had things out looking for him.
There were too many other people on the streetrfphunter to assume just because someone wizabittwas

Harold. Harold turned right instead of going straighead. A circuitous route made more sense to him

Something screeched overhead. No one else onréed seemed to notice, so Harold kept walking. ide d

his best to not even pull the coat tighter.

A fog drifted in from the river, adding to the dhii the air. Arkham was laid out almost on a grid.
Everything lined up perfectly. Running from Sekhimelinner had taken him to the southern and eaptetrof
town, almost to Christchurch Cemetery. His apartrmes back on W. Saltonstall St., only four stresetisth of the
campus. He made his way north to Pickman St., gtmedidvhen he saw the street sign, and turned badigh St.

If anyone was watching him, going that far norttydno turn back south might seem suspicious.

Harold decided his route was circuitous enoughadiyeHe went straight for his apartment building,

through the door, up the narrow stairs and intcegertment.
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Once there, Harold grabbed a flashlight. He didaite turn on the lights. Even if he hadn’t beetofeéd,
the baddies knew where he lived. He took a knapaadkstarted stuffing it with hisArmitage's-adventuring gear.
The alchemy book went in first as he wouldn’t nédil the end. Then a crowbar, rope, and darkdam

Reconsidering, he put the crowbar in his beltoltldled as a tool and a weapon.

Speaking of weapons, he made sure the handgunuipasofided and put it in his coat pocket. The lobx
ammo went where he could reach it easily. It wafeiit but the count seemed close to what he renezatbit was
supposed to be. A canteen and beef jerky wentnltishua’s instructions took him north of the éittya mile or

SO.

Now, he just needed to figure out how to get wherevas going. Walking through town with a knapsack
at night would attract attention. He supposed hddcoarry the bag under the front of his coat umtilgot out of

town. He’s appear to have an incredible potbelly,that was better than attracting the wrong kihdttention.

His heart thudding in his chest, he took a momeihiréath. Most times in the game, he was with agiaf
4-6. Even when he went alone to do research oanugrrand, he knew the other Irregulars were wgrkamvards
the same goal. Here, it was just him. Maybe Jostasaon his side? But, no, Joshua seemed... out gfaime
somehow. He wasn't playing as much as directingpldasn where to go. Was Joshua the Lore Keepewli@rever

this place was?

Harold shivered in the cold apartment and thougbutwhat else Joshua had told him. He needed ke ma
peace with programming, Joshua had said. How dmaildo that? The job drove him crazy! Everyone nédkeir
bug fix right away. The field was constantly shifii He barely had time to learn one code librargmvanother
came along. Or even better, the first company selé@ new version incompatible with the old codehSvere the

ways of geeksM&M wasn't the only place he lost sanity.

But coding had its rewards. He helped people ggt jhbs done faster than they ever could before.

A shuffling sound in the hallway broke through tiisughts. He pulled the knapsack on and readied the

gun.Mythos & Madnesgplayers stayed ready for action or died horribly.

Something heavy crashed against the door, bredtkingwo. Harold fired twice without waiting to se
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what it was. At this time of night anyone breakdmwvn the door was unfriendly. Come to think obiteaking

down the door at any time of the day qualifiedfsitor as unfriendly.

Something that looked like an albino, hairlessajib a long muzzle thudded to the floor. More stood
behind it. Ghouls! Not wasting more time, Harold far the window. He quickly opened it and fled the fire
escape. He stormed down the iron steps to the ddtmor. The ladder from this level to the groundsastuck about

half way. He went down as far as he could and dedghe rest of the way to the ground.

Looking back, he saw the ghouls coming out of parament window. They were slow, but that didn’t

mean he should slow dovat all. He ran through the alley behind his building amdy.

His plan to put the knapsack under the front ofcdaiat was thrown out the window because it requiied
to not be seen before starting out. If the ghoalsega description to their masters, it would ineltnis coat. Even
more importantly, he didn’t want to stop even lampugh to make that small change. He’s just haviskdooking
odd. Then again, this was Arkham; odd in Cambrichight seem like a slow Tuesday in Arkham. He would,

though, walk.

Thick clouds covered the moon and most of the dtattse darkest night he could remember. The ag wa

thick and hung over him like a heavy coat. Not theexpected this to be a pleasant walk on thehbeac

He now needed to go straight north and across iskadtbnic River. Trying to hurry without lookingg
he was hurrying, he passed the red-brick buildafghe university. The towers hung back from threestt amidst
dark trees. Green ivy crawled up the sides of thklimgs. Ah, the joys he’'d had in the game redaiagcin that
very library. The school was on par with Harvard awen excelled them in certain areas; especiaffije rare book

collection.

He needed to think about something besides thelglfiaum his apartment or the university or anything
related to where he was right now. What could Isephirpose in programming? He used to love it. Mdkiee
answer was in what he loved about it then. He Idwad he was on the cutting edge of technology.d¥ed how

he transformed raw data into a manageable formothatrs could use.

Thick fog rose from the river as Harold came tolithiege. He couldn’t see anything below the plarg|
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trying to act nonchalant, he walked across the wadatidge with stone pillars.

Something moved in the water below, hitting thaneteupport with a wet thwump.

Harold didn’t wait to see what made that soundsklgried across the bridge.

* k *

Nothing but owls interrupted the rest of his joywn®nce outside town, he took a drink of water teh

kept going.

It took him two hours of hard walking, but he foutng cave. He sighed as his imagination turnecdave

mouth into a real mouth. The stalagmites and ditdadooking just like the teeth of some giant rsien.

He went into the cave and started creeping forwEiné. Crawling Chaos might be anywhere ahead.

Undoubtedly, he had something watching for intreder

The chill air hung in damp clumps around him asveeat deeper into the cave. He pulled one slit apen

his dark lantern.

Hours went past as Harold slipped through the ddeewvas prepared for the worst, but nothing hapgene

Every time he turned a corner or crept down a sleigieout anything happening, his paranoia increasadtch.

Seeing light spilling from around the corner aheftim, Harold closed the open slot on his lantéte.
slunk to the ground and slithered forward. Peekirigund the corner, he saw a tall, swarthy-skinnad im a yellow
robe. A flat rock in front of him held four boundlumes. Around him were winged aliens with manyaeach.
They looked like giant lobsters or shringh, joy,he thoughtEverything | need is in one place: Nyarlathote th

Book of Kells, and Mi-Go.

Harold considered how to get the book. Joshua hgie'n him a time limit, so he could wait.

Nyarlathotep couldn't stay here forever. But, theither could Harold. How would he get the book?

The decision was taken from him when a staff slachm® his back, knocking him to the ground. Blows
rained down from above. One of the Mi-Go picked hionby the arm and hauled him to the tall man. karo

panted, relieved that the beating was over.
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"We found an intruder, Lord Nyarlathotep." The Mo-Glowly bowed his head before the man as if hewer

addressing a king or god.

Nyarlathotep snarled. “We meet again, Professohd&at Armitage. How are things in the engineering

department at Miskatonic University?”

“No." Harold shook his head forcefully. "My nameHsirold Matthers. | live in Cambridge, in the real

world. Joshua wants that book back.”

Veins bulging in his neck, Nyarlathotep clenchesifists. 'He sent another one for a relic. | almost don't
believe it, but, when you've gone up against Josisuaany times as | have, you learn he doesn'tugivele should

know by now that | don't either.”

Harold looked at the evil being in front of him.fiéther? But you just took the book a few hours'ago.

Nyarlathotep laughed with an ugly sound like a wgeélt's not the first relic I've taken. Joshuadse

people after most of them, Richard." He smiled ibdyrand pointed to a pile of human bones in theneo

“My name is Harold.” Harold struggled fruitlesslgtiveen the Mi-Go. "Why do you want tBeok of

Kells?" His writhing accomplished nothing except the Gb-tightening their grips.

Nyarlathotep opened the book to a page of scrit lavish decorations. The first letter of theffirs
paragraph on each page was decorated. The faojeghea a man on a throne with four other men, tweaxh
side. All were seated. Drawings of knots framedsibated figures. "Celtic knotwork is very old magic old it isn't

even considered magic anymore. This spell keepg ssmmy brethren, the Outer Gods, out of the readdv’

“And you want to unleash them.”

Nyarlathotep’s smile dripped evil. “And to do sd,laneed is to get rid of you.”

“You can't break the spell while I'm here?”

“Your presence in the cave disrupts the mysticatgies | need. | could kill you right now, but yoe’
shown spunk tonight. You came after me even afsmbst killed you at Sekhmet’s. Join me, anddille you

wealth beyond your wildest dreams, Richard.”
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Harold didn’t correct Nyarlathotep on the name.hdd done so twice alreadi/hat would be the point?

Nyarlathotep walked around the room. The floor kealca little under every step. "You will never hage
work again. You can live where ever and do whateithr whomever. You can have your choice of womeruld
even conjure one up for you. Do you like redheadi#®’gestured and the image of a tall redhead withoairglass

figure began to take shape from the air betweewldand Nyarlathotep.

The image of a blank-faced woman stared straigbadhwvithout blinking. Her white dress came to just
above the knee. A black belt pulled the waist tidiliver bracelets jangled at her wrists as shigefiuout her hair

and took a step towards Harold. Nyarlathotep snéypisefingers and she came to life.

“Hello,” she said. “I'm Abigail, but | want you toall me Abbie, just like my friends do. We can herids,

can’'t we?” She tilted her head to one side as skeca

Harold blushed a little. Was Nyarlathotep tryingetabarrass him, throw him off his game? “No,” hiel sa

“I prefer the real thing.” Nothing would distradnifrom getting home.

“Oh, that's right. You have a girl--a blonde.” Withwave of his hand, he dismissed the image. Hedvav
again and an image of Paula appeared. The imageavitaittering, black dress of 1920’s fashion améled at him

immediately.

Nyarlathotep continued, “Paula won't have to wdtkes. The two of you can winter in Hawaii, visit
Rome, Paris, Athens, Cairo, Kenya, London, Syd8agnghai, or anywhere you choose. Here or whathjolt of

as the real world, you will be free to come anchgg/ou choose."

‘Paula’ looked around the cave then at Harold. @hged with a cameo pinned to her dress. “Richard,

wherever you are is where | want to be.” She waliedefully to Harold and reached for his hand.

Bemused, Harold took her hand. He expected tothassgh it, but he felt warm flesh with bones bahea

“This can’t be real.” But she looked and felt rdaven her walk was like Paula’s.

“She’s as real as you want her to be. This is gogaof my power. She can talk, act, and be just fhe

Paula Bramwell you know.” Nyarlathotep smiled, wedky. “If you prefer, we can bring in that Paulaaffer her a
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place here. With her mythos knowledge, Lorekeemebi@ would be an excellent addition to my orgatiira”
The idea tickled the back of Harold’s mind. Pawehls side and money without worries sounded like a
dream, but part of him wondered. If the alien ontrof him was anything like the one in the mythwos hated

humanity and whatever he offered would be toxicafigthotep held all humanity in contempt, none nsmré¢han

those foolish enough to worship him.
Nyarlathotep pushed on. "You need never prograrmabi® more Passport. No more Peak."

‘Paula’ smiled at him. The smile looked just likaufa’s. “You can do this, Richard. Imagine the uill

have here in the world of the mythos.” She leametd kiss him.

Harold dodged her lips as well as he was able beéhd) by the Mi-Go. She kissed his cheek. When she
leaned away, he glared at Nyarlathotep, his angiéin. Thisthing claimed to be the same entity that killed him in
the game and then tried to kill him again. It catiiéictually want to benefit him. "That you want teestop

programming is enough for me to keep at it."

‘Paula’ snapped, “Wrong answer!” Frowning, she shatl her hand back from his, slapped him, and

stomped over to stand next to Nyarlathotep.
One of the Mi-Go put a blade at his throat. Thestelzlike alien chittered--a surprisingly angry sdu

Even as he felt the blade prick his skin, Harolgtlspeaking. “You hate me programming becauseighat

orderly. | take the chaos of raw data and ordas iheeded.”

Nyarlathotep stepped closer to him and peered ddivgive you one more chance to join us." Harold's

captor growled, and ‘Paula’ crossed her arms ogechest.

Harold started to shake his head but decided agaims he felt the blade at his throat. "No. Yan'd scare

me anymore. You have no power over me. Joshuahsagla being of order and so am I! That's why hiate me!"

The Mi-Go kept hold of Harold, but Nyarlathotep dRdula’ stepped back.

"I know why you haven't killed me," Harold said.dY can't. As long as | was afraid, you could, kit n

now. You feed off of fear. Now, get away from me!"



Luke / Fun and Games / 34

The Mi-Go released him and slunk off with the othéPaula’ faded from view, but Nyarlathotep stared

down at Harold.

Harold shouted up at him. "You can't kill me instiorld. If you could, you would have already. Yalled
others because they believed you coukhdw-deeply know--better. You may have made this pbuokéverse, but

it's your prison as well."

Nyarlathotep said, “I can cross between the waaitdeny time. | can act within the other world. Thaow

I got Joshua's preciotBook of Kells’

“Did you? Or did you use some stupid cultists toydar bidding? | heard enough things back therthén

real world to doubt my sanity, but | never saw &mg more substantial than a hat and a tentacle.”

“You should fear tentacles, Richard. They can doltie things!” Nyarlathotep snarled and waved his

hands at Harold.

Unfazed, Harold corrected him. “| tell you agairy mame is Harold Matthers! Do not call me Richard

Armitage!”

Nyarlathotep’s arms transformed, losing their riyiavith his fingers melting together into the eoid

tentacles, and lashed out at Harold. Great, batilngs spread behind his back.

Harold didn't flinch as the tentacles whipped pgasthead. Nyralathotep’s second swipe went over his
head. “Give it up, Nyarlathotep. I've turned dowauy offer several times now. Kill me and be donéhit. That is,
if you can.” Harold opened his shirt and pointedhiheart. “There. Strike or go away. Either wexy this

charade!”

Nyarlathotep, the Crawling Chaos, screamed in impiotage and disappeared.

* % %

Breathless, Harold pushed open the door to JosRaa/s Shop. The bag on his back fatha
Philosophorunmand all four volumes of thBook of KellsHe heard Joshua talking to someone but couléat h

anything from the other person. Looking towardslibek, Harold saw Joshua talking into an old castitle phone.
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Of course, it was an old style, but probably onfew years old.

"Don't cite the Old Magic to me, Nyarlathotep!" ld®ked up at Harold and waved. "Yeah. He's herh wit
the books. He won fair and square. You lose agdwshua hung up the receiver and smiled at Hat8kt.those

down on the counter." He walked to the counter.

Harold put the bag next to the cash register aokl tioe books out.

Joshua moved thEurba Philosophorunto the side and lovingly picked up the first vokiof theBook of
Kells.He opened it and showed the illustration to Hardlie page had a man in the middle of a knotwonné&a
The man held a book in his left hand and had bistthand in his robe. Harold gave a low whistleshim nodded.
"Beautiful, isn't it? This is The Gospel AccorditmgMatthew. I've always loved how he starts outwtiite
genealogy. What better way to establish the Liodunfah has come?" He gently closed the book. 'Hédisngs to

everyone, but Trinity College will keep a good eyeit."

"Why do you want the other book?"

Joshua looked up. "To keep it out of the wrong Isaiilfl put it with the other tomes, and that via# that."
He waved in the general direction of the shelfldflooks. "The less of these books there are figadround, the
better both this shared dream and the real woilldbei Nyarlathotep and his ilk can’t do anythimgthis shop no

matter how much they try."

An idea struck him. "You're the opposite of Nyahmlatep."

Joshua's face clouded for a moment. "In many wagsare opposites. In many more, we can't even be

compared. He revels in chaos. He represents isprehds it. | am orderly and have been my entistence."

Harold cocked his head. The phrasing of Joshua\wemseemed odd. Most people would have said ‘my
whole life’ or 'since | was born," but Joshua hhdven himself to be anything but normal this nightfact, he spoke
more like someone from the 21st century than a 4@20vn shop owner. "He said that most of your agdon't

make it back with what they went after. Is thae®U

“Did he actually say ‘most’?”
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Harold thought for a moment. “No. He implied it.”

Joshua shook his head sadly. "Some make it baoke slon't. If they do as | say, they make it bask. |

there anything else he told you?"

Harold nodded and bit his lip. "Nyarlathotep sdid knotwork in the drawings do magic that bind sarhe

the Outer Gods away from Earth. You say this ipecgl book but not magical.”

Joshua raised an eyebrow. "It's my word againstthen. Think this through before you decide. Who d

you trust?"

Harold chuckled and answered immediately. "I tthstone who hasn't tried to kill me multiple times.

Beyond that, if it does keep the Outer Gods awamfearth, that's a good thing."
Joshua laughed. His laughter was contagious, amm $tarold was laughing with him.
"You didn't need me to get these books for you."

Joshua's grin was infectuous. "N@uneeded it. I'll get the books back to Dublin beftrey're even

missed. Before | send you home, though, | wanaltotb you about a new opportunity.”
Harold winced. He just wanted to go home badly,Hmutvould listen. “I'm all ears.”

“I've got a cadre of people in the real world whork against Nyarlathotep and his ilk. We need a
programmer to sort through and organize the datdield agents are returning and keep Nyarlathstepén out of

our system.”

“You need a cadre?” Harold wasn’t sure what to nafkdoshua, but somehow he knew that Joshua didn’t

need a programmer.

Joshua grinned. “Need, no. Make use of, yes. #fsggrous, but you would fit right in. You'll be daj this
on top of your day job, at least at first.” He helat a business card that said, “Joshua’s Pawn.$hop Sell.

Trade.” There was no address, but a phone numioened the bottom.

Harold yawned as the night's events caught up iith He had been operating on adrenaline for hours.

The crash was not just coming but here. “Okay. dashm in.” He took the proffered card.



Luke / Fun and Games / 37

"Glad to hear it." Joshua patted his shoulder aid but two green dice. "You can take these with yo

when you go home."

Harold held up his hand in the stop gesture. "N Tolonel and Sarge have served me well, buirités

they go somewhere else. Besides, | don't thinké'lplaying much anymore."

"Why don't you lie down on the cot in the back? Yoaun take a rest before | send you home." He turned

Harold toward the back room.

Harold said, "I think | will." He trudged to the ttand lay down. He was almost asleep before cldsisg

eyes.

* % %

Harold sat up in his own bed with the clock radizzing. His eyes darted around the room before fiséy
on the glowing red digits of the clock. He saw lggatop in the corner and the bookshelf with theteowporary
novels. Sighing in relief, he grabbed his phonenfireext to the bed and checked the date. It reatf&sy." He
didn't know if Friday's events had really happeoed he had slept through it and dreamed. He kgkkfor a

moment and could smell Paula's perfume on hiswaillo

Paula! He sat up. She needed to know he was okay, bdidh& have her number. He might be able to
track her down online, but he wasn't a creeperdighalt intend to start now. He lay back down. Shd mentioned

running a game at the Pit. Maybe she would be ttoaright. Wouldn't she be surprised to hear thosy$t

After a few minutes just lying in bed enjoying thermality, he got up. His stomach rumbled, and ek
he was having breakfast before showering todaypdtged milk on a bowl of Cheerios with fresh bluelss. As
he sat down to eat, his eyes fell on a folded-wpspaper that wasn't there Thursday night. Trembliegopened it
and saw across the tdjpe Arkham Advertised pulp magazine in very good condition fell ofiito The cover

advertised Robert Blake's "Feaster From the Stars."

Harold's hands shook even more as he removed adssstard sticking out of the top of the magadine.

had a third line that he hadn't seen in the pavep §fecause it could only be seen when the lighit just right.
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Joshua's Pawn Shop
Buy, Sell, Trade
Change Your Life

* k *

Harold stood next to the table, putting persorahi into a cardboard box. A picture of his paremst in
next to a coffee mug given to him by his best fiémm high school. He didn't even remember keeftiag, but

there it was. He looked up when he heard a knotkeatioor.

"Harold?" Paula called.

"Coming!" he replied. He hurried to the door, reéd that she had come here.

"Stop!" He heard the distinctive clack of a shotgm@ng cocked. "Open the door slowly. | need tothaé

it's you."

He did as she said and poked his hand out firgnTte stuck his head out. "Satisfied?" He openeddtor

the rest of the way.

"Yeah." She lowered the gun and walked in.

"Nice double barrel," he said. "That's one of thestrpowerful weapons in the game."”

"Exactly why | brought it. Besides, who has a gtmaghslation of the Necronomicon laying around?" She
grinned and leaned the gun against the wall. Swalsabox on the table. "Oh, are you packing?" élers were as

big as saucers and her shoulders tightened.

"Not to move away. It's just time | made that cldimore my own." He put an arm around her waist.

Her eyes returned to normal size and her backedlai¥Speaking of work, Charlie was livid when you

didn't show up yesterday. He called, but you didn'$wer."

"Five messages from the office were on my phone.'bii his lip.

"Five! Did he leave his home number?" Her eyes wade again.

“Not once," he said, shaking his head.
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"What are you going to do?" She shuffled her feetyously.

"Be at workvery earlyMonday morning so | can talk to him." It was mtinan needing to keep the job.

His time with Joshua had shown him that programncimgid be very important in the big picture.

"He almost canned you for no-show, no-call. | teich that you had gotten very ill on a date with me

Thursday night and probably couldn’'t even get dudem.”
Harold winced. “Ouch. | bet that got a snicker.”

She blushed, prettily. “Not from Charlie. He's v@rpfessional. | said it in the middle of the rocand
others overheard it. They snorted and giggledid isavithout thinking. But he expects to hear ywere too sick to

call. | just want to know if it's true.”

Harold shrugged. “Truthfully, I'll tell him | didr’feel well after supper, and after you left, | wembed
and didn't get out of it until Saturday morningelver heard the phone ring between those timesrégtés too

weird to believe.”
“I could believe it.” She put her hand on his amd &queezed. "Tell me."
He held up one hand. "Later. I'm still not sure toamake of all of it myself."

She put her hand on his. "l was worried when yaim'tshow up. | came here after work and knocked to

no answer." She looked at him, questions in hes.eye

He blinked at her. "It's very hard to explain whappened. I'll try, but | can't yet." He smiledtigthoping

she would understand. “Thanks for covering for ni¢e”’put more pictures and a few personal mementosai box.
"Are you going to keep everything at your desk adiy?"

He shook his head. "I'll keep the picture of thredulars, but I'm shredding that character shesttfiing

Monday morning."

“l already canceled my game tonight," she saidvds freaking out just thinking about it. It'll beonths

before | can play again. And to run might be exager.” She hugged herself.
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"No more Lorekeeper Barbie?" He raised an eyebrow.
She shuddered. "Please, | don't want to hear #raerright now."
"Then | guess no one will be calling me ‘Ken,™ $ed.

She looked up at him and blinked. Then she smiteddly. "As long as you don't put 'Lorekeeper'loa t

front of it, you can call me Barbie anytime you w#m Ken." She stepped close to him and lookethtgphis eyes.

"One more thing that I'm going to need to makedthige feel right." He smiled and took an empty pietu

frame out of the box. "Could | get a picture of $bu

"I think | can arrange that." She smiled broadlg @tanced at the kitchen counter where he had mthesd
paper and magazine out of the way. "Blaketaster From the Sta?$ She picked up the magazine and the card fell

out. "Harold Matthers, you better not have pririteid as a sick joke."

He shook his head. "No joke. | believe it's timeebyou about yesterday. You'd better sit dowkhe'

pulled a chair out for her.
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